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Abstract
I am trying to find art in my body, attempting to create images that personalize
and desexualize the nude. Between the body of images that we have access to via
social media and the images we have seen of female nudes, emphasis is put on
finding the form to be within western society’s acceptable range of beautiful; so
rarely do we find organic figures existing in the photographic environment.
Having been taught how to photograph the body by looking at images of women taken by men, I don’t see myself. The photographs by Edward Weston and
Irving Penn look, gaze, stare at the body but do not inhabit it. In the images of
Naturally Occurring Form, I am creating the framework in which I live. I fit, somehow, into the natural environment around me. Like Ana Mendieta and Francesca
Woodman, I engage with space around me in a search for unity with it. This play
explores a space between nature and the performance of femininity. As Eleanor
Antin and Cindy Sherman question the structure of the female gender norms, so
do I. There exists a relationship between my body and the landscape, although it
is not entirely fluid.
The images are evocative of the mental condition that I deal with every day.
They are reestablishing an awareness with my body that has felt distant since
puberty. Created in ungroomed landscapes, the work is free from a specific place
or era. The conscience is an ongoing monologue that accompanies me wherever
I am. It reflects the condition of the world around me.

Introduction
The myriad of conversations around identity that are happening in 2017 allow
individuals to ascribe themselves to a vast choice of categories. I feel that it is
important to state from what place I’m making this photographic work. Of these
things I’m sure: I’m a twenty-five year old, upper middle class, atheist, white,
American female who has no children. I don’t question the gender of the body
that I was born into, nor do I attract particular unwanted attention from people
on the street. For all intents and purposes, I’m exceptionally average. Naturally
Occurring Form comes in response to a multiplicity of environmental factors. The
predominant forces driving this work are my response to the objectification of
women’s bodies in black and white photography by white male artists; the limited
diversity of body sizes seen in work made by women; and the struggles I have
identifying with the size of my body.
Identities are shaped by, but not limited to, our culture, family and personal history, the era in which we live and the society surrounding us. While my personal
history laid the foundation for how I see myself, the influences through art have
played a significant role in how I understand this relationship. Art has always
been my outlet for expression, especially when I could not find the words that
fit or the people to talk to about my anxieties. My visual language began with
Audrey Hepburn and Doris Day films and developed with my interest in photography. In my role as a photographer I am used to looking at things that are other
and translating them through myself. It was not until recently that I realized that I
apply a similar logic to my body everyday.
Naturally Occurring Form attempts to address the capacity to which I am self-aware.
Each of the three sections into which I’ve broken this work —Building, Body in
Nature, and Aura — attempt to address how I’m internalizing the pressures I
feel constantly to conform to a societal ideal. By analyzing the approach to nudes
taken by Edward Weston and Irving Penn, I am able to confront the way men

Evolution
eroticize and further propagate a female ideal. Performance works by Ana Mendieta and Eleanor Antin serve as examples of the artists who use the entirety of
their form as females to make art about the female condition. The fragmentation
of the female figure that Francesca Woodman employs in her imagery is indicative of the struggle I face trying to situate myself within society’s definitions of
female identity. Cindy Sherman’s depictions of female tropes allow for a critique
of culture’s aesthetic aspirations. Ultimately though, this work is about my perception of myself that is formed through how I presume others to be encountering my body, a concept Jen Davis notably addresses.
Through all of these interpretations and responses, Naturally Occurring Form is an
attempt to create peace with my body, and to shut my brain off and to exist without constant self-criticism.

Photography has often served as an escape from the anxiety-riddled reality that is
my life. The decision to use photography as a tool to investigate my body image
issues evolved from thinking more broadly about food: about women’s bodies in
relation to food; about my own struggles with food; and about the most recent
form of a visual representation of an internal reflection.
Having grown up on a small farm in east central Vermont, I’ve always had an
in-depth understanding of where my food came from. My early work looked at
small-scale slaughterhouses (Images 1,2). I felt the need to explain a process that
felt organic to me, but with which so many people are not in touch. Working
with a subject matter that people found violent and unsettling, I had a hard time
reconciling my own interest in the details of this work with people’s reactions.
After reading and watching many documentaries, such as Food Inc1, that spoke
about similar subject matter, I developed a feeling of opposition to what I saw as
‘shock-factor’ in these films. The use of graphic imagery in these documentaries
was the only way by which a greater public was reached, with the intention of
scaring them into potentially changing their habits. After struggling with this for
some time, I made the choice to move on to another food aesthetic, this one a
little more lighthearted.
As someone who always has a bag of gummies in her purse, I’m fascinated with
the synthetic nature of candy. The factory-formed flavors are dictated by neon
colors, and every piece has the same shape and consistence. Nothing about a banana runt actually resembles a banana, except the shape of the mold into which
it is cast. Shooting in color and digitally, both of which were completely foreign to
me as artistic working methods, I depicted the interaction between the fabricated product and the organic material from which it takes its flavor “inspiration”.
These images (Images 3,4) were reminiscent of American meat advertisements
from the 1950s, which I’d come across during my slaughterhouse research
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(Image 5). The more time I spent with these images, the more they became about
our culture’s relationship to the ideal versus the organic form. The ideal is a
narrow concept that resembles the organic only vaguely, in color and name in the
case of the candy. Working through these projects, I knew that my own strained
relationship with food and consumption was fueling the work, but I wasn’t ready
to put my life on view.
I made the decision to be up front about my issues and to benefit from the exploration that photography allows. When learning the basics of photography in
a classroom, stress is put on learning a new way of looking. I’m not going to be
able to forget or ignore the way I’ve seen things in the past, but I can develop a
new way of seeing what is in front of me. Prior to the beginning of this project, I
had only recently admitted the full extent of my issues to myself. There are many
ways of calculating and analyzing what is a “normal” obsession with weight and
what defines an eating disorder that allowed me to deny the depth of my issues.
But as Susan Bordo points out in The Unbearable Weight, “Distinctions can always
be made. And because distinctions can always be made, it is crucial that we ask
not merely whether a distinction holds at some level of analysis or description
but what purpose it serves and what elements it obscures.”2 As someone who has
been dealing with eating issues for a decade but only occasionally has fallen into
the classification of disorder, I felt unable to admit there was an issue.
I chose to work with a 4x5 camera in black and white and to put myself fully in
front of the camera. Eating disorders are often heavily linked with changing body
size, but I wanted to move deeper into the issues beyond how much I weigh, in order to address what it means to never feel comfortable with my body. Even when
I’m not eating, the struggles associated with food are ever present. I’ve found that
the stigma attached to eating disorders is that they are a problem when people
are vastly under or overweight, when in reality many people dealing with these
problems are well within their healthy body size. Working in black and white, I
am able to divorce the viewer from an immediately recognizable location and to
create scenarios which are removed from an everyday experience. I find that
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color images refer more directly to a time period and make spaces more immersive than their black and white counterparts. Black and white creates an even
platform from which I can sequence images from vastly different areas of the
country. The playful scenes, such as taking a bath in cereal (Image 6), speak to
the inexplicability of mental disorders. Placing myself in situations that would
not occur naturally forces the viewer to imagine what it would be like to be in a
similar situation. When attempting to explain my relationship to food, I have used
descriptors that aren’t common in order to get my audience to think beyond what
they know to be true. The work transitioned slowly from playful, which tended
to undermine the severity of my issues, to the calm and performative pieces it
consists of now.
Naturally Occurring Form is coming together as a collection of images that undergo
a search for clarity about the conflict I have between my brain and my body, and
between what I expect and how I see myself. In this exploration I hope to provide
some transparency on these issues for a larger audience. The images of myself in
nature (Image 7) are a direct attempt to find harmony with the landscape that has
been prescribed to me, to find my inner naturalness as a woman. They are the
newest attempt to address the issues I have with my body and food. It is important that function with the images that preceded them, of sand piles, mountains of
food, diaristic snapshots and aura photographs to better describe the daily process
of this journey.

1. Food Inc, 2008
2. Bordo, pg 66.
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Drive
I occupy a physical body that hasn’t fit since puberty. This body falls in the ambiguous zone of American women between sizes 8-12 that aren’t skinny, yet aren’t
plus-sized. As a “healthy” size, we aren’t chastised or idealized, but not being able
to identify with my body because of its size has been the cause of much mental angst throughout my life. At twenty-five I’m an adult, but unable to identify
completely with womanhood. To be a woman requires an understanding of one’s
body as a vessel and/or something which one has ownership, as performed by
Ana Mendieta and Eleanor Antin, to which I cannot relate. Ruth Barcan states in
her book Nudity “Femininity is a form of masquerade, since for a girl to become
a ‘normal’ woman, she must enter into male constructed circuits of desire, and
see herself via the desires and fantasies of men. Thus, women’s experience of
nakedness must differ from men’s, since women’s everyday performance of their
gender are already so structurally convoluted...”3 I am constantly working to
understand my relationship as director and performer in my body’s ongoing role
in womanhood.

4.

My current work Naturally Occurring Form is an attempt to communicate these feelings of the space between being looked at and looking back. It is the internal gaze
at one’s self. In front of the camera I’m neither being looked upon or looking
back. As evidenced in the image of myself interwoven with seaweed (Image 7), I
have positioned myself fully within the frame but have chosen not to look through
the camera’s lens at the viewer. As the photographer I am aware of my presence
in the frame and as the subject matter I am choosing the performance within
it. The images are a physical manifestation of an attempt to find synchronicity
between my body and my brain. As John Berger puts it in his text Ways of Seeing,
“To be naked is to be oneself. To be nude is to be seen by others and not recognized for oneself. A naked body has to be seen as an object in order to become
a nude....naked reveals itself, nudity is on display.”4 I’m neither revealing nor
displaying. Set in nature, the work is free from a specific place or era. The
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photographs are a reflection of the ongoing attempt to find how I fit into the
definitions of women. The figure in the images acknowledges the presence of the
audience, without attempting to conform or confront the viewer. The calm of the
images presents the neutrality of perception, in that the perception exists whether
or not there is a reaction. (Images 8, 9) The need to find my place is not for the
viewer but for myself, as a reaction to how I experience the world around me.
As a female I see how I am looked at by men through art and media. I see how
women before me have confronted this gaze and used their bodies to respond.
These responses have often been larger gestures, and have resulted in powerful
images by artists such as Eleanor Antin and Ana Mendieta. I’ve also been struck
by the play with self and identity in photography that young women like Francesca Woodman and Cindy Sherman exercised. Today I experience a media that is
slow to accept diversity in any form. My response, unlike the responses before me,
is static in its action but reveals the inner confrontation I face. “Both art and feminism come by definition from inside – from one’s value system, social economic
background and emotional responses.”5 This work is for an audience who needs
a presentation of a varied expression of womanhood.
In this process I am torn between the creation of a “fine” art object and something that is more accessible and tangible. As an art piece, this work functions at
its best when printed fairly large and fully occupying a space so that the viewer
can be physically confronted with the images of my body in the landscape. The
subject matter, however, really dictates a level of accessibility more aligned with
the magazine audience and functioning as objects that the viewer can read with
a diaristic intimacy. When I think about how I became interested in photography
and saw work that spoke to me throughout my adolescence, magazines played
an important role. This is an issue that I’ve actively been struggling with since
age 15. It makes me wonder if I would have been more willing to admit I had a
problem if I had seen work like mine as a teen. Lauren Greenfield’s project, Thin,
came out in the beginning of my struggles with eating (Image 10). Her project
explores the lives of women and teens suffering from eating disorders and living
in a recovery clinic. Greenfield documents this work in film as well as a photo
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book with stories from the women. The project’s focus on young women who are
in a clinic made me feel that my issue wasn’t extreme enough to validate recognition. With time, I have been able to realize that making accessible work and fine
art work are not mutually exclusive.

8.

I’m looking to make work that presents itself in the genre of fine art but doesn’t
soley exist in that context. My childhood household put emphasis on doing
things slowly, with great detail and more reminiscent of how things were done in
the 1940s rather than the ‘90s. Shooting with a 4x5 was a natural choice. It allows
me to make photographs that emphasize a craft but also to create a separation
between my work and the “selfies” that have become a common showcasing of
one’s self. It also functions as part of the formal response to nude photographs by
male artists; most notably Edward Weston, who, while being an incredible artist,
has an approach to female models that I find unnerving.

3. Barcan, pg 59.
4. Berger, pg 54.
5. Lippard, pg 232.
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The Infamous Male Gaze
When learning about the artistic study of the “nude” I was most often shown
images of women made by men who have been deemed pioneers in the field of
photography. Artists such as Edward Weston and Irving Penn are some of the
first names on the list. I’m not opposed to the formal study of these works. As a
female, however, I find it hard to feel good about how I wish to portray myself
when my body type differs from what is depicted so frequently by men as a fine
art form.
In photography’s growth from a scientific function to a respected art form, it was
inevitable that the female form would be gazed upon. While photographs from
the early 1900s were dominated by the soft aesthetics of pictorialism, artists developed a preference for a crispness and attention to details in the 1920s that gained
in popularity. As Nancy Newhall writes in her preface to Edward Weston’s Book of
Nudes :
The painter has free choice. He can ignore a vein, a mole, a fold of
flesh - or accentuate them, as he pleases. He can omit a face, and
change the broken, swollen feet of the professional model. The photographer must face every fact about his subject. If he cannot think how to
turn an ugly fact inside out, he must sink it in shadow or leave it outside
his ground glass.6

Newhall suggests that photography would not do justice to the beauty of the
female form and would instead reveal the ugliness of reality with its ability to
describe detail. Only a true master of the medium like Weston would be able to
surmount the imperfections of the body and pitfalls of photography. The artist
must look beyond the model as a person, and instead, as an object to be explored.
Weston speaks intently of the purely formal aspects of his nudes with an analysis
by Newhall:
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“And then they came to me - the most exquisite lines, forms, volumes!
- I accepted, working easily, rapidly, surely.” A’s body wasn’t in the
conventional sense lovely, but Edward had learned to see through conventions; he could see what was actually in front of his lens. And what
he saw were elemental forms, the forms from which all life evolves.7
(Image11)

In this text “A” is Anita Brenner, who is by no means an ugly woman (Image 12).
But the author, Nancy Newhall, treats her as though Weston had performed some
miracle in his capacity to create a beautiful image. For a male photographer to
be given the role of making a woman appear beautiful, it implies that the woman
isn’t capable of doing it on her own. As viewers we are told that we are looking at
something in a new and unique way, but these images of naked women in many
ways lack personality. This becomes increasingly frustrating when the women
who fine art photographers choose to photograph are all young, thin, and white.
We are constantly bombarded with the same figure both in advertising and fine
art and are told that is what is beautiful.
By keeping within the confines of traditional art practices, Weston and Penn
both name their work after the subject matter rather than the women, literally
stripping their subjects of the most basic societal humanizing elements. Barcan
explores this tradition:
Naked , a woman can never be less than herself for her value in the
world resides more in her skin than her clothes. Thou, naked, she loses
her name and becomes “a blue nude,” “the bather,” “woman dressing”8

These nudes by Edward Weston and Irving Penn are images of men looking at
women. The figures do not hold agency. Between shooting wafer-thin models
for Vogue and Harper’s, Penn found the time for what he deemed “academic”
studies of naked women. The models Penn chose to photograph for these studies
expand the variety of female figures. His descriptions are reminiscent of earlier
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periods in art history, where it was desired to depict fuller figured women as to
connote their fertility. While this approach was typical in Peter Paul Rubens
paintings (Image 13), in 1960s America a much leaner figure was being favored.
Penn’s approach to this subject matter, as described by Merry Foresta was as
follows:
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Penn invited to his studio art-school models, fleshy, solid, or athletic women confident in their bodies and comfortable posing for the
demands of an artist. For Penn they languidly draped themselves across
chairs or lay on the floor and allowed him to dictate movement and
poses and explore their bodies with his camera. The name he gave to
this series, Earthly Bodies, clearly distinguished the curving forms of
his subjects from the taught angularity of strictly posed, finely clothed
fashion models.9

Each image is cropped close to the body. Experimenting in the darkroom, he
overexposes and then bleaches the print, erasing many of the body’s signs of
being lived in and experienced (Image 14). While this work was initially ill-received by his contemporaries for his use of non-ideal women, in 1980 he had two
major exhibits. The first Earthly Bodies, was displayed at the Marlborough Gallery
in New York. The second Irving Penn: Recent Works included a close-up series of
cigarette butts printed in platinum at the Museum of Modern Art. Juxtaposed,
the precious nature of the images of trash stands in stark contrast to the harsh
treatment of images of women’s bodies. This is not an attempt to say (speaking in
binaries), that a man can never take a photograph of a nude women, but it is undeniable that when a man photographs a woman, he is looking at something that
is other. Through the male gaze, we see women being seen. Why is it that alone
we are naked, but being gazed upon we are nude?
While “[n]akedness is imperfect and individual; the nude is ideal and universal.”10
In some ways, then, nude image represents the ultimate manifestation of men’s
desires. As I get older and my body is changing, the marks of what I’ve overcome
become more significant. In images of nudes, these marks are deemphasized for
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the more general aesthetics of form. Further in advertising, these marks are
literally removed from the body because they are seen as ugly. Whitney Chadwick
explores this erasure:
...the persistent presentation of the nude female body as a site of male
viewing pleasure, a commodified image of exchange, and a fetishized
defense against the fear of castration has left little place for explorations
of female subjectivity, knowledge, and experience.11

As the photographer and model in my images, I am looking at myself. Where the
male photographer is looking at, I am neither looking at or back. The model for a
photographer, when looking at camera, is making eye contact with the audience,
she is responding to the artist. In the making of my images, I want to be present
but not on display. Setting up my camera I am creating the framework within
which I will place myself. Then, as I enter the frame, I am performing with a set
space but not responding, as the model does, to a photographer. The emphasis
of form in Weston’s nudes appears as more of an emphasis on the line of the
body than the presence of a person. He makes photographs that are about being
photographs, an approach that I’ve attempted to adopt. I’ve chosen to be naked
in my images, in part to emphasize the softer curves that make up my presence.
I do not fit perfectly with the surrounding nature. If I did, the mother nature/
womb implication would not fit the sentiment of this work. The relationship of
the female body as a source of life is not how I identify with my body. Penn’s
nudes, while they look at softer bodies, are more tightly cropped and thus take
on a sculptural quality. There is the potential to see the traces of a lived-in body;
unfortunately he erases these signs in his printing method. Although there is a
greater distance between myself and my camera in my images than between
Penn and his models, one can still see my tattoos. Throughout the images, the
distance provides a mask from most of the signs of my body’s experiences, but the
tattoos manage to stand out. For me they are more a part of who I am than they
are about my physical presence. They are an exterior representation of things
that I have accomplished and things with which I highly identify. None of the
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images allow the audience to see the details of each mark, but people know that
they are there. Maybe the only information one can glean from these tattoos is
to place the work in a contemporary context. While I am showing them off, they
aren’t providing details of my history, much like a scar.
The prominence of work by artist such as Weston and Penn, who used female
bodies to which I can not relate, made me want to use my body to try and fill this
gap. It wasn’t until after I started taking images did I realize that they were less
about me presenting a nude figure and more about what it meant to be naked
in an organic space. It freed me from the stereotypes and tropes into which I so
commonly fell. Being in front of my own camera, even if there is someone else
present, I do not feel the pressure of trying to appear or attempt to be “beautiful.”
In an art space dominated by men, where the images of women tend to be made
by men, it was only natural that there would be a response by female artists.

6. Weston, pg 20.
7. Weston, pg 22.
8. Barcan, pg 61.
9. Penn, pg 25.
10. Barcan, pg 33.
11. Chadwick, pg 282.
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Women Respond

17.

The desire to take back ownership of the female body within art is hardly a new
one. Having studied and looked at the work of male artists, I started to explore
the work of female artists that have taken issue with the male gaze and have chosen to use their bodies to illustrate the perspective of being objectified. As Lucy
Lippard puts it, “When women use their own bodies in their artwork, they are
using their selves; a significant psychological factor converts these bodies or faces
from object to subject.”12 The work that I explore tends to fall into one of two
categories. It is either about the body as organic and natural, or it references the
expectations of performance of femininity.
The artist Ana Mendieta uses her form in the landscape to describe her identity.
In her work Silueta, the land is indicative of a physical space, and her impression
and outline are representative of her spiritual presence, attempting to unify the
two. Tracing her nude body with organic materials, her body exists only temporarily, eventually disappearing. Mendieta uses practices associated with Afro-Cuban traditions to tie her work to her motherland. Natural materials such as
flowers and twigs represent herself (Image 15) and create ties to her homeland
and mother nature. She states,
My art is the way I reestablish the bonds that unite me to the Universe.
It is a return to the maternal source. Through the making of the earth/
body works I became one with the earth. It is like being encompassed
by nature, an after-image of the original shelter within the womb.13

Mendieta’s repetition of her silhouette throughout this work emphasises the gentle curves of form. One is easily able to identify her petite figure as female. These
performances, the act of placing herself and being covered, and sculptural pieces
are documented in photographs; the real work is carved into nature and is meant
to erode with time, leaving no traces in the environment. In looking at these photo documents (Images 16, 17) there is a flattening of space where Mendieta
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becomes one with her environment; however, the image points directly at her,
isolating her figure. In the creation of my images, I am making images in which
there is a certain level of performance, but the artistic work exists only as photographs. I’m embedding myself within the frame of the image, not within nature.
My attempts (Image 18) to conform to the environment are not completely fluid
and lack both the romance of male-generated images and the emphasis on motherland of Mendieta’s performances. There awkwardness in the images emphasizes the disconnect between the expectations of nude images and the reality of the
body. The approach I take to my work varies, but most often falls between two
female-centric responses: adding rawness to the association of nature as female
and emphasizing the societally imposed ideals of femininity.
Eleanor Antin is another female artist who chooses to use performance with
photographic documentation as a medium. In her piece Carving (1972) (Image
19), the artist photographs herself nude every day over the course of 36 days,
while she follows a strict diet regime. She highlights the ideal mirrored in art and
popular culture that a woman should be thin. Her images reference the phenomenon of before/after photographs that imply that any ideal can be tangible given
enough money or willpower. Our cultural condition provides proof to the everyday woman that these ideals can be achieved. Howard Fox describes the impact
of Carving as follows “Carving 148 photographs ask the spectator to consider the labor of the subject’s diet, one painstaking pound at a time.”14 These images, while
painful, have an odd satisfying effect. While I understand the irrationality of this
statement, I consistently believe that my life would be better if I weighed twenty
pounds less. No matter how good I feel on any given day, this is always true.
Carving then, doesn’t feel like it is directed at me, because I already know what it is
like to be on a strict food and exercise regime. The “labors” are already entwined
into my daily life. Where I do find inspiration in Antin’s work is her ability to
bring these pains to fine art in a way that doesn’t exploit the condition of others.
Fox describes the significance of the materiality of the body as follows:
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Rather than displaying the body as undisputed matter, Carving presents
a body whose materiality is mediated and literally contoured by a kaleidoscope of high art and vernacular image regimes - the body appears
as an unfixed material, a site that is given meaning precisely in the
process of subjection to visual and ideological constructions.15

Antin’s juxtaposition of art and vernacular images makes work accessible to a
larger audience. I aspire towards the creation of work that is accessible to the a
large audience through the use of tangible material and imagery. To make work
within a fine art context but not have it exclude audiences because of its nature is
something that both Antin and Cindy Sherman accomplish.
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In looking at works of note from female artists using their bodies, particularly
from the 1970s and ‘80s, I was hard pressed to find an individual who would
not be described as thin and attractive. To be accepted in a predominately male
field, it helped to have a figure that was aestheticized by men. Women’s use of
their bodies in art allows them to confront the objectification by male artists and
men in general. These performances depict the female body as being a construct
capable of reproduction and one that is theoretically in opposition of societal
expectations of beauty.

12. Lippard, pg 102.
13. Sulfur, pg. 71.
14. Fox, pg 16.
15. Fox, pg 16.
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Use of Self

22.

Artists have been featuring themselves in their images for as far back as I can
note. I consider a self-portrait to be an image that describes the artist more than
just physically. My work is self-portrait in the sense that I am putting myself on
display. The portraits in nature are ultimately less revealing than my images of
food or rock piles (Images 20, 21). Early in the process, the images leaned more
towards performance pieces than the subtle placement in nature that developed.
The performances, such as eating donuts on a rock by the ocean (Image 22), felt
too brazen and confident, which did not suit my true feelings about gaze. The
images of myself in nature as a collection reveal a mental state; my physical presence in the image functions as a tool rather than a key. While making this work, I
turned to artists who use themselves as a tool in their own photographic work. As
a young female who worked in black and white, the images of Francesca Woodman seemed most immediately applicable to this subject matter.
Francesca Woodman’s self portraits are soft and self reflective. Abigail Solomon-Godeau suggests that “[t]he youthful, beautiful Francesca Woodman
experiences herself as the object of the gaze: magnet and locus of the desires and
fantasies of others”16 and that in her work her “mutations and deformations of
the body, whether extreme or subtle, call attention to the erotic underpinnings
of the look.”17 While I am responding to the male gaze in my work, I find that it
is something that I acknowledge formally but do not attempt to duplicate. As a
female, I’m constantly noticing the erotization by both men and women that occurs in their effort to appease the desire that accompanies this gaze. Woodman’s
images, such as these from her Space series (Image 23), mask the figure in the same
way that clothing does. This game of hiding and revealing in her space images
suggests an awareness of the viewer that I am attempting to avoid. However, the
location – indoors and often in decrepit buildings – serves the same purpose that
nature serves in my own images. They are environments where “[r]eference to
mass culture and to advertising is altogether absent….” This allows Woodmans
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images “...which are always staged, [to be] intense and obsessional.”18 The
surrealist nature of these images creates an abstract constructed space. The
constructed component references the non-organically formed ideals surrounding
women and Woodman’s self-awareness in this environment. Woodman’s image
(Image 24), from the Space^2 series shows herself placed against a glass pane on
a wooden platform. Through the use of shadows and translucent materials she
contorts herself, revealing ands hiding from the camera. Where she is creating
images that look back through this glass of perception, I am attempting to create
images that look inward at my perceptions of myself. These self-perceptions are
formed through the awareness of cultural constructs. In Cindy Sherman’s work,
these constructs are confronted directly.
I’m not comfortable being naked around people because I feel exposed. But when
I’m wearing clothes I’m wearing a costume. Do I want to be a laid-back farm
girl (Carhartts and a sweatshirt), a punk (Doc Martens and a scruffy jacket), or a
preppy fem (babydoll dress and cropped sweater)? My closet is bursting because
I need to be able to switch my clothes from day to day. Dressing up changes how
I am perceived according to the stereotypes in which I dress. For this reason I’ve
always been intrigued by the work of Cindy Sherman (Image 25, 26). Her ability
to explore the various modes of physical representation that women partake in
allows for a critique of the expectations of femininity. “In 1980, Craig Owens
wrote that ‘Sherman’s women are not women but images of women, models of
femininity projected by the media to encourage imitation, identification; they are,
in other words, tropes, figures.”19 Addressing each trope individually, Sherman’s
work allows the audience to confront the efforts made toward an ideal that falls
short. The many roles that Sherman takes on deal with the variety of models for
women. This is in many ways similar to Eleanor Antin’s project Selves. “Slipping
between oneself and another, Antin structures the Selves project as a whole around
fragility and the impossibility of a stable, singular identity.” Sherman’s women are
unable to achieve a ‘naturalness’ because the organic identity is not a “singular
identity.”20 Thus the self cannot be portrayed through these tropes in which she
plays. Much of the motivation behind my work is addressing the conflict I face in
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trying to represent a true self. Having the ability to change clothes and be
percieved differently means that I don’t have to show people how I really am.
The decision to be naked in images where I use my body means that I am not
affording people an opportunity to fit me into certain stereotypes. I’m freed from
the burden of these stereotypes while in nature. The lack of performance towards
femininity tropes and the natural feminism in my work is an attempt to speak
about the true self. “Natural femininity demands a high degree of artfulness and
skill; the real art and the actual difficulty consists in making this art appear purely
natural so that the woman is not seen to be divided between performer and
performance.”21 Naturally Occurring Form is not about the external performance of
what is is to be feminine, but rather the internal space in which one can simply
exist.
The work of Cindy Sherman, Eleanor Antin and Francesca Woodman is accessible to the larger female audience. Woodman’s age allowed for an unfiltered
dialogue about youth and femininity. Sherman made work that is relatable to
anybody off the street. It doesn’t require a fine art education, just an awareness
of the cultured imagery that media surrounds us with. I’m striving towards a
body of work that expresses how I internalize the performance of femininity. My
goal is to do this in a way that is accessible to both the art world and larger more
general audience, who might be able relate to my struggle to find unity between
my body and mind.

16. Woodman, pg 21.
17. Woodman, pg 28.
18. Woodman, pg 18.
19. Sherman, pg 11.
20. Selves, pg 24.
21. Sherman, pg 130.
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Images Now

26.

The access to images one has today is only as limited as Internet access. Through
search engines and social media platforms, any individual can share their digitized work with the world. Because of this, we are seeing more images of individuals like Barbie Ferreira and Naomi Shimada, two body positive professional
models, in mainstream advertisements. Their popularity on Instagram make
them ideal candidates to sell products to a group of people who do not identify
with wafer thin models commonly featured (Image 27). In recent years the popularity of self-portrait work by “alternative” female artists like Jen Davis has grown
in correlation with the appearance of more plus-sized and body positive models.
When I was introduced to the work Eleven Years by Davis I didn’t relate to the
pictures, but rather felt pity for the artist. Her self-portraits (Image 28) address
how your perception of yourself is influenced by how others perceive you. The
pity I felt for this character I was looking at came directly from my own fears
about weight gain and not wanting people to look at me in the same way. As I
have delved deeper into my own work, I’ve found that my approach runs parallel
to that of Davis. Her warped self-image comes from the direct abhorrence of
large figures in society, especially females. While I am larger than the commercially idealized female, I do not fall into the category of plus sized. I, like Davis, am
confronting the expectations of female form, but the use of my body doesn’t elicit
the same response (Image 28). This has been a difficult point to interact with in
the making of Naturally Occurring Form, because when looking at images I am in,
I’m most often disgusted at the shape of my body and unable to see it as anything
but awkward lines and unwanted fat. Essentially, my perceptions of my own body
are in line with society’s perception of bodies that are much larger. An obstacle
in the work and my overarching world is convincing people that how I see myself
will always be more important than how others actually see me, even if they voice
their positive opinions.
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Under the hashtag bodypositive, there are more than two million posts on Instagram. There are opportunities to hear voices of people that have suffered from
eating disorders that didn’t exist in my adolescence. This growing platform of
advocacy is simultaneously a place where average people come under attack for
being themselves. The issue that arises most frequently is that individuals are
“trolled” because they are not ashamed to post photos of their bodies. The negativity that surrounds fat in our culture is so pervasive that posting photos of larger
individuals is deemed offensive. That is the environment that I’ve grown up in; it
is the one I face every day, and it is one that I aim to distinguish through making
work that addresses the emotional strain of this pervasive hostility.
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Conclusion
Naturally Occurring Form was made out of necessity. Numerous artists have addressed the standards society has developed for beauty, but the visual representation speaks in extremes. The space I occupy, both physically and mentally, is the
space between the extreme and the lack of any statement. Each set of images
works in different ways to reconcile my brain and my body.
In an age where the images we consume are not only from advertisers but also
from our friends, it’s seemingly impossible to escape the Jones’s. Everywhere
you turn, people are either showing you how their life is better or how you can
improve your own life. I don’t know when or if I’ll feel that I am happy with my
choices. The pressure to conform to expectations of what a woman should be,
what a daughter should be, what an educated individual should be doing with
her life, is enormous. The feeling that if I’m not striving towards something, I am
disappointing someone, is ever-present.
Through making this work, I’ve accepted a lot more about myself. My process
of discovery is fueled by the artists, both male and female, that have explored the
body as subject. In my way, I am attempting as female artists have in the past to
“dismiss male romanticization of nature as female and nurturing (or female and
destructive) and replace it with more austere and iconic visions.”22 At twenty-five,
I am still in the process of discovering what it means to be responsible for oneself.
This is complicated by the feeling of not knowing who I am.
Making this work, I am conscious of my position as a woman. At times the work
feels selfish and narcissistic. But that is part of the female condition, we are raised
to be self-sacrificing, and to care for others over ourselves. I’m not making this
work solely for myself, but rather in defense of the self that is often criticized by
people who should have no role in determining how I feel about my body.
Naturally Occurring Form is a reflection of how I feel right now. It is many small
acknowledgments that continue to grow. It is my exclamation point.
22. Chadwick, pg 312.
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